
 

 

 

 

Vygotsky’s and other researchers’ work shows us that by identifying the skills, 

knowledge, and practices that are on the edge of development (i.e., the ZPD), 

teachers can provide targeted support or scaffolds for students to reach the 

desired level of skill/knowledge and thus move toward autonomy in that area. 

It is in this space that a teacher’s role is to recognize and integrate the exact 

pedagogical scaffolds that support students’ ripening of linguistic, conceptual 

and/or academic potential. 

As a future ELT teacher, how would you help Pakistani students scaffold their 

language knowledge to learn English as a second/foreign language? Discuss 5 

strategies only. 

 

The following links may facilitate you with reading material other than video 

lectures and handouts: 

http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/bilingual-

ed/zone_proximal_development.pdf 

https://www.structural-learning.com/post/the-zone-of-proximal-development-a-

teachers-guide 

What is Scaffolding? 

In preparation to write this article, I researched many definitions of what the term 

‘instructional scaffolding’ means. A concise but accurate definition of 

instructional scaffolding is “a teaching method that helps students learn more by 

working with a teacher” to enhance learning and assist in the mastery of skills and 

tasks. The teacher provides the students with supports that build on their knowledge 

and experiences as they’re learning new skills. As the students master the assigned 

skills or tasks, the teacher gradually removes the supports. 

http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/bilingual-ed/zone_proximal_development.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/programs/bilingual-ed/zone_proximal_development.pdf
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/the-zone-of-proximal-development-a-teachers-guide
https://www.structural-learning.com/post/the-zone-of-proximal-development-a-teachers-guide
https://blog.prepscholar.com/vygotsky-scaffolding-zone-of-proximal-development
https://blog.prepscholar.com/vygotsky-scaffolding-zone-of-proximal-development


Why Scaffolding is Important for ESL Learners 

As learners, we all come from different backgrounds. No one’s circumstances or 

experiences are identical. It’s what makes us uniquely ourselves and gives us each 

our own affinities for our individual gifts and talents. English language learners are 

no different, but they have even greater needs for scaffolding than most first-

language English speakers. If systematically building on students’ experiences and 

knowledge is a key to scaffolding, knowledge of students is of even greater 

importance. How can we help our students get to where they need to be if we don’t 

meet them where they are in the beginning? 

As adults, it is easy to become ethno-centric and see only through the lens of our 

own cultural experiences. Scaffolding can even the playing field for those who bring 

different background knowledge and experiences to the classroom. For example, 

the English language is packed with idioms, where the actual meanings of individual 

words do not add up to the meaning of the words collectively. Idioms are extremely 

difficult for English language learners to identify and interpret. This is because all 

language learners translate their second language back to their base/first language in 

order to comprehend meaning. Intention of non-literal meaning of words is nearly 

impossible to identify in a speaker or writer. To help English learners with this, 

educators must use scaffolding in every grade level and classroom. 

ESL Scaffolding Strategies to Use in Your Classroom 

Here are a few strategies to help you get started with scaffolding for students. 

1. Building upon prior knowledge and background: 

Building means to expand, which means to grow. Growth is an important part of 

progressing toward understanding and proficiency in all things. Without something 

to build upon, students will struggle and drown by treading water without 

connection. Once background knowledge is built, the scaffold can be removed. A 

classic example of this is a math problem that uses the word “canoe.” Despite the 

fact that the problem could be solved without knowing that vocabulary word, most 

students will get stuck wondering what a canoe is and will not solve the problem. 

One way to build upon prior knowledge and background is through explicit 

vocabulary instruction. 

2. Explicit vocabulary instruction: 

https://www.graduateprogram.org/2019/12/boost-student-engagement-with-culturally-responsive-lessons/
https://www.graduateprogram.org/2019/12/boost-student-engagement-with-culturally-responsive-lessons/


The example above using the word canoe is one reason that explicit vocabulary 

instruction is an important scaffolding strategy. This is not only important to use in 

English language arts classes, but also in vocabulary-heavy subjects such as math 

and science. An eighth grade English learner will most likely know how to add and 

find sums, but if they do not know what the word “add” or “sum” mean, they will 

most definitely be stuck. 

3. Use strategies that reach multiple intelligences: 

As different as we look on the outside, we are also differently gifted and given 

strengths and weaknesses on the inside. Not all students learn the same way. Some 

can memorize a paragraph in 3 weeks, some can take a mental picture and recite the 

paragraph back immediately. Some are hands-on learners, while some students 

prefer to simply listen and digest information. This is the basis of work done by Dr. 

Howard Gardner and detailed in his 1983 book Frames of Mind: The Theory of 

Multiple Intelligences. A quick outline of this can be found in this article 

from verywellmind.com. This is not only important to consider with English 

learners, but all learners. Keep in mind that graphic organizers are a great way to 

reach visual learners! 

4. Teach sentence structure: 

Even if an EL is strong in writing in their home language and has an advanced 

English vocabulary, sentence structure is extremely important to teach. The reason 

for this is that before we put anything on paper, our writing is born in our thoughts. 

ELs most likely think in their first language, which is likely to have a different 

sentence structure than English. Creating sentence frames or anchor charts and 

having them posted in the classroom will be a good reference for ELs. 

ESL Scaffolding Strategies for Virtual Learning 

The world turned upside down in the beginning of 2020 with the COVID-19 

pandemic. The impact on education was immediate. Suddenly the manner in which 

we had been educating students for over a century (with minimal evolution) was no 

longer possible. Schools, including administrators and teachers, were tasked with 

continuing to educate students without the ability to meet in person. 

In a matter of days, we learned Zoom, Google Meet, and Google Classroom, the 

basic necessities to connect with each other. As educators, we knew that our best 

https://www.verywellmind.com/gardners-theory-of-multiple-intelligences-2795161


strategies hadn’t changed and quickly adjusted our delivery method. For each of the 

strategies outlined above, there are ways to adapt for virtual learning. 

Tools such as Zoom, Loom, and Screencastify can be used to record the instructor 

teaching. YouTube can be used to share uploaded or recorded videos to students, but 

teachers seem to prefer using EdPuzzle. This program syncs with Google 

Classroom. It allows teachers to assign videos to specific classes and then documents 

which students watched a video and for how long. EdPuzzle also allows teachers to 

edit their videos and add questions to the video that students must answer before 

completing. 

Teachers familiarizing themselves with the use of video tools have improved 

instruction as it relates to increased understanding of resources for lesson delivery 

and also the use of multiple forms of media within lessons. This means that students 

have access to more background knowledge through virtual field trips and tours, as 

well as clips of videos that students wouldn’t be able to visualize on their own! The 

use of videos through these platforms supports explicit vocabulary instruction, as 

well. 

We know that parent engagement is key to student success. We also know that 

language barriers between educators and parents most often prohibit working 

relationships for student achievement. Applications such as Talking 

Points and Class Kick have without a doubt changed the game and have done much 

to break down these barriers. 

In addition to improving parent and family communication with the school, these 

resources can also be used creatively to engage students in instruction. There are 

many applications that meet multiple intelligences and provide scaffolding to 

English language learners at the same time. The use of student-recorded videos 

through Flipgrid, Padlet, or Jamboard also allows students to practice vocabulary 

and conversational skills through media with or without in-person learning. 

The pandemic has changed education forever, and some of the changes are positive. 

Engaging students using these instructional technology tools has empowered 

teachers and better-prepared students for their future. 

https://www.teachhub.com/teaching-strategies/2020/04/how-teachers-can-utilize-zoom-for-online-learning/
https://www.loom.com/
https://www.screencastify.com/
https://edpuzzle.com/
https://talkingpts.org/
https://talkingpts.org/
https://classkick.com/
https://www.teachhub.com/technology-in-the-classroom/2020/02/how-to-use-flipgrid-in-the-classroom/
https://padlet.com/dashboard
https://www.teachhub.com/technology-in-the-classroom/2021/01/what-is-google-jamboard/
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